Indigenous traditional owners on their own terms. There are many political and ethical challenges involved in this. Positively, many answers to the problems of land management and nature protection can also flow from this engagement, and conservation can become one vehicle for delivering land justice.
After a couple of decades of social change, the fields of environmental management and conservation in Australia have been opened to Indigenous cultural rights and customary tenure, and offer a rich knowledge base for the protection and sustainable use of the environment. In parts of the country this has also led to return of homelands and rights in management, and to contemporary social and economic opportunities based on 'Caring for Country.'
Heather: Can you outline what you see as working well with the Wilderness

Society's overall Wild Country program? What particularly has come out of the negotiating and alliance processes the Wilderness Society has been involved in with Indigenous people? And then in retrospect what would you reassess, what hasn't worked so well?
Anthony: Well, the broader Wild Country program is multi-faceted. In the broadest sense, everything the Wilderness Society does works towards Wild Country. So that can be seen in some of the more familiar types of campaign activities which ultimately are about achieving protection for an area. And that area will fit in with a conception of how to look after the environment along the scientific lines we are working on for Wild Country. It can be things like stopping threatening processes -for example, we see things like the campaign against land clearing in We have cooperation agreements forming. So we have one with the Chuulangun Aboriginal Corporation in central Cape York which is a further step in our evolution in terms of the engagement we have on Cape York and the campaigns and the approach we take. It has built on some of the lessons of our longer experience of working on Cape York. Things like working through the Heads of Agreement. And that's largely about policy, about political support and about on-ground support in a variety of ways. One is scientific; another is that we try and bring philanthropic forces to bear. We are trying to get practical outcomes, in situ conservation as we call it, with those partners. And then there'll be questions of where these alliances are working on Aboriginal lands more broadly. So currently we are running a strategy around Indigenous conservation, in terms of Indigenous Protected Areas and natural resource management which is a broad strategy we're running at the nation level as well as at state levels at the moment. And then there's the broad issue of where indigenous people fit into these other Wild Country projects or the overall scientific or knowledge development. We could go into a lot more detail about each of these but perhaps that's a useful introduction. there's this whole special category of stuff that we do that relates to this special category of people.' Instead we basically see Indigenous rights as human rights and therefore it's about saying: 'let's get this stuff sorted out properly'. So we have five key strategic planning planks and they will apply pretty evenly in any situation. You'll get variation in terms of what you're dealing with but as principals, they apply whether you're dealing with Indigenous people or nonIndigenous people.
Heather
Then the program internally is working on capacity building issues, coordination, integration, those kinds of things. So largely it's been my role to get around all of the organisation, make sure we're all working from the same basic understanding, that these things are being built in at the strategic planning level. That's overcoming some of the past practices where if it wasn't in your face, people didn't tend to think about it. And that's probably why our work in Queensland and, in Cape York in particular, is more advanced, because there was no way to achieve an environment goal without dealing very directly with that. Whereas in other places it's been possible not to deal with it, to ignore it in some senses and there would be no consequences other than aggrieved indigenous people, but these sort of programs wouldn't be talking to them anyway, as a historical thing. So we're trying to overcome that and just make sure it's a matter of rights, it's a given thing that we deal with, that we look at it and we look at it properly. Anthony: Yes, that's true. Certainly I think we've come to realise relationships are important. They always were, of course, but now it's more than just temporary political alliances. It's a realisation that conservation is a long term strategy and a long term goal. And so, therefore, the security of relationships, the depth of the relationship is probably the key to the outcomes. It's also incredibly important when dealing with the political culture of Indigenous groups and Indigenous societies to actually build those relationships. Some of that's the protocols around respect and rights to speak for country which we take seriously. So, yes, very much it's about taking those strategic initiatives, like a campaign around Wild Rivers and then using that to build a shared understanding, if possible, of what we're trying to achieve and build the relationships to carry that through.
And politicians being what they are and rules being what they are, to work to constantly maintain vigilance around those initiatives and those successes where they occur -to build the relationships so that people actually value them and want to keep working on them. continental scale and you're looking at landscape protection at that scale, you're talking, very pragmatically, that at the very least a large portion of the continent, and increasingly so, will be Aboriginal-owned and controlled. And therefore there is no way to achieve these scientifically-driven conservation goals without comprehending and adequately working with Indigenous landholders. So then it becomes a question of, given our limited resources, the kind of campaign decisions you always make, are 'What are our priorities? What can we successfully achieve, out of the whole suite of things we would ideally like to achieve? You start to hone in then on particular areas or policy issues or projects and so therefore you try to start an engagement process with whoever is relevant for that.
Heather: So you've got the emergence of a continental perspective in practical terms in the Wilderness Society, in the desire to look in a more integrated manner across the continent, despite the differences and the scale, and think about common principles that you can apply to different situations. The name Wild Country for the overall program is inspired, it's a beautiful name and it picks up on so many different things, Indigenous and non-Indigenous. But you've said on other occasions that the Carpentaria Land Council in Cape York makes the point that the concept of wilderness is ethnocentric and colonial… How did the name come to be chosen?
Anthony: I think there's probably two main strands in the thinking that shaped that name. One was that when we arrived at these ideas, there was a precedent, a reference point that we could look at and that was in North America and it's the enough likes the word wild, they can relate to it. But we're also pretty conscious of some of the recent history on use of the term 'wild' and 'wilderness' and what it infers for some people. And we very much knew that we wanted to deal with these issues around Aboriginal people and country, both directly and in the broader sense. So country is an important concept there. And as well, the vernacular use of the word country is one that a lot of people seem to relate to.
And so, in a sense, the two came together. It was an attempt, not to deny who we were or what we were about, but redefine it a bit and open the door on that issue of looking at it from the point of view of country. So it came together as such.
Heather: Is your background in the Cape York campaigns and the development in those areas? Or was your previous experience in other geographic areas?
Anthony: It's both. I've had a lot to do with the Cape campaign over many years. So I have got that very direct involvement there. I ran a program in Queensland called the Native Title and Protected Areas project, which was state-wide, essentially a policy development process. Particularly in initial stages looking at protected areas like national parks with the intent of actually addressing all parks and protected areas in Queensland and the process by which native title issues would be resolved in relation to 'past acts' and it would be in place properly in relation to 'future acts'. And that had enormous implications for our work on Cape York. But it was essentially a state-wide thing that could be applied in principle anywhere. And because I was dealing with native title law and the court decisions and so on, again the principles were conceived with the view that they had general applicability around the country. My work in more recent times, particularly through taking on this national role, means I'm working in various parts of the country. Anthony: Well, it's a good question. It's probably a big question. Hopefully I've been learning stuff. Look, I think one thing has been learnt very much, because of the nature of getting outcomes in a place like Cape York and that is that it's a very political process at every level. And so we've come to a much clearer understanding and recognition of the dynamics inherent in indigenous politics and the complexity of all of all that. There's potentially a minefield, if you stumble in and you don't know what you're doing, it's a very difficult balancing act. I'll try to make it sort of more practical. You'll have a representative body or various representative bodies at, in this case, a regional level. So you'll have a land council and you'll have things like a development corporation and so on. So then there'll be this growing kind of regional apparatus that's largely being driven by various leadership groups. Now we know at the ground level there are all sorts of issues around legitimacy and representation. There are complexities around traditional governance versus contemporary governance, traditional politics versus contemporary politics, all these sorts of things. And it can result in a lot of things just slipping around: you can find you are building an agreement one day that turns out not to be solid the next. So we've had to be much more careful about how we deal with that. And try to find, I suppose, an ethically and legally defensible position so that we could be constant in the project, so we could be clear about what we were trying to achieve and that it was not an infringement on rights. And that it would bring benefits directly to Indigenous people in terms of return of land and in terms of caring for country and in terms of ensuring that there are economic opportunities that can be built off that. So I think one of the things to emerge very strongly out of our work is the concept of conservation economy.
We started to recognise that social conditions weren't able to support the kind of conservation outcomes we were talking about. There were serious equity issues across the board. Certainly in terms of economic enfranchisement, there were important equity issues that had to be addressed. And we recognised that principles can work with the pragmatic and strategic as well. We have strong reasons for wanting to achieve these conservation outcomes and delivering economic benefits is one way of building support. Anthony: I do see pockets of resistance. I've encountered them numerous times through that work on native title and protected areas. In fact one of the main reasons I was doing that was so that we could bring together some sort of coherent collective position around policy that we could put to the government. That's a generalisation, but it held reasonably well.
I think there are also policy differences around the groups at the level of what conservation framework that they're using. For us Wild Country is a conservation framework. We see it as not entirely new, but as a new configuration of the way we think about the environment and about bringing out the latest in scientific thinking about conservation. The implication of viewing this as a conservation framework is that you can extrapolate it to the continental scale. Then you can recognise that it's seriously a change agenda and that if it's to be implemented, it will drive change and it will be radical change. Not threatening change, necessarily, and in fact it's meant to address threat rather than to induce it. But it does work at the level of social change. That always carries with it all sorts of dynamics and political problems and issues which are about whether people are inherently conservative in how they understand a situation or whether they require crisis to respond or whether they can plan a way forward and those sorts of differences. So, we're operating with that.
And I think because there are those differences between the groups around a conservation framework, there are therefore some differences about how they understand and approach the Aboriginal issues. I think that's the main issue.
There are clearly differences too that people have around indigenous issues per se. Questions of rights or not, or even the extent to which they think about them.
But there has been a great deal of effort put in over recent years by a lot of different groups to bring themselves to a point where they feel that they do have a good position on it. think. And Gondwana Link is an example of that. We're dealing with the big 'intact areas', the Great Western Woodland at the end of the Gondwana Link chain, so to speak. But most of that land is heavily degraded and impacted by It's had no pastoral use. That's one of the things that makes it extraordinary.
Heather: There's clearly change going on and often change within the one organisation on a generational scale too. The term Wild Country has got a sense of being remote from urban life and away from intensive productivist areas. You've talked about Cape York and about the Nullabor Plain. But the Murray Darling basin is a massive area characterised by intense agricultural productivist operations, much of it under irrigation. It is shaped a great deal by urban capital and INDIGENOUS RIGHTS & INTERESTS
Partly because it has plants that are poisonous, so it had a kind of natural defence against pastoralists. It's got mining interests, obviously, not just Kalgoorlie but it's dotted with mining tracks and exploration sites and so on. It's had some kind of logging of timbers in early settlement and industrial days for rail lines and that kind of thing. But it is remarkable. If you look at the wilderness inventory map, it will just pop out at you as a big intact chunk. So we're concentrating on that from a Wilderness Society point of view, but we're also a key player in the whole Gondwana Link. So that means running west of that Woodlands, right over to the forested south west. There are some very nice intact parts like Fitzgerald National Park but most if it is a mosaic of degraded landscapes with degraded pockets and all that sort of thing. All of that is part of the area we are playing a role in.
But it can work in the Murray Darling context as well. Wild Country has two basic premises, I guess. When you look at the continent and recognise that part of it is largely degraded in terms of having been or being cleared and used for agriculture and other purposes. But a large part of it is broadly intact.
Notwithstanding that there are some serious threats and degrading processes going on, it has most of its native vegetation cover intact and its rivers are terms of restoration. The campaigns will tend to fit the more conventional type because the protection of remnants, whether it might be the forest campaigns in the south or whatever, is absolutely critical to an overall Wild Country strategy.
Without those core remnants, we're not going to get the kind of optimum restoration that comes from having some intact bits of the landscape that you can rebuild on.
Restoration then becomes a significant question in those sort of landscapes.
I look at the Murray Darling and I just go, 'What are we going to do, short of actually getting the farmers to change everything they do and reversing the process?' That's a bio-region that looks to me like it's on the brink. Anthony: It's very early stages, I think, for us. It probably shouldn't be, but it is.
We're working, I suppose, with two branches in this context, one is New South Wales, one is Victoria. We've got this MLDRIN (Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations) agreement which is shaping up, which we're a part of and in fact some of our other agreement work has actually informed the content of this one. And I see that as a very useful first step in creating the terms for a dialogue, to come up with some shared objectives, some shared agendas and some projects that we can start working on. And that agreement reflects the kind of broader principles that I've been talking about. So I think that that's useful. I think the Victorian side is more developed than the New South Wales side.
I'm working with New South Wales branch but we're still putting the pieces in place, really, internally. We know we have a broad objective of working in the western division of New South Wales and I've personally got some interest in what we can do around the Darling. I've looked at that and I think it's an interesting context that we should be working in. For us also it's a major resource issue: we actually don't have surplus resources at the moment that would allow us to just go out and start doing that. So we're really at the planning stage around a lot of that engagement. I think there's no in principle reason why we can't be doing it, or problem with doing it. We just have to start gradually building that up until we can get some momentum and find some key allies and start to put something in place.
I think the other issue for me is how do we -or how do I -work with Aboriginal organisations to look at the legislative and policy frameworks that are governing a lot of this stuff and start thinking of some reform on that front which we may be able to more usefully do. I think we found that with Queensland. You try to build -you stitch this stuff in to conservation policy so that's inseparableand Government can't unpack it. And it leads, at least incrementally, to some gains on that front. That's partly why we're building up through the science side, with Brendan and others at ANU, the cultural dimensions to this so the argument for protection is one of both cultural and natural conservation. But I do feel we've got a lot of work to do in that state before we can make some serious gains. Anthony: Okay. There's probably a few ways. One has, in the first instance, has been to get the Science Council focused on it. And they've gotten incredibly excited by it. So that's encouraging, it means they're willing to keep working through this. We looked then at how to build it into the research program, our research and development program as best we can. So we have instances of this in one way or another around the country. In a general sense, for example, we have a fellow called Simon Judd, who's a biologist, a conservation scientist in WA. how to do it, those kinds of things. We're trying to build in that eco-cultural stuff as well.
Heather
Heather: How are you doing that?
Anthony: Well, in a sense, in principle, and I think, and I'm not too acquainted with the work on the ground with some of this, there's some dialogue with indigenous interests in that area. There's been talk of what was called a dreaming trail which had some kind of tourism potential around it as well, and so some economic dimensions. But it was essentially a cultural reconnection of that area -a trail that followed some important, cultural lines. And restoration would take place around that, on that site and around those trails. So I think that was one kind of practical consideration. The other was just looking within the priorities of 'if we were going to restore it, what are the cultural dimensions here? What should be restored? As a matter of priority,' those kinds of things.
We've got it in terms of the two knowledge system approach. We've got a general thing of trying to build a new ecological knowledge system of the continent. And that's going to be derived from this western conservation science -and it's leading edge. And from indigenous ecological knowledge, both Anthony: And one example of doing that is some of the work we're doing in the north. There's an ARC Research Grant funded program through the ANU hub.
And one of the projects is looking at the decline in mammals in northern Australia. The question is why, if the landscape is intact and the rivers are still flowing, are these species rapidly declining or bordering on extinction? It's something that was observed in Central Australia as well. There was a study done in Central Australia which was based on taking skins of now extinct or threatened species around to older traditional owners and building up a picture of numbers and vicinities and that sort of thing which they knew historically from their observations of change. This study found that there was a very strong correlation between removal of people from country, the cessation of traditional burning practices and the disappearance of these mammals. So they're replicating this now in the northern project principally through the Northern Territory but it has flow on to other areas. One dimension of this is the ground level research, doing that thing of taking stuffed examples of these mammals around and documenting the decline or change in species. Then it's working collaboratively with those knowledge holders and with those communities so they will get the products as well. So there are posters being produced at the moment which will be done in the language. All the interviews are being videoed so there will be a kind of CD/video documentary evidence of all of this which goes to the community as well. So it helps in the knowledge recording process for those groups. And, in that sense, we're also equal partners in the process of developing this new piece of knowledge about something going on in their environment. So that's the kind of practical approach at the scientific end which we're trying to take.
The work of Simon Judd and Gondwana Link is the practical end of the project work that we're trying to do. Then there's the more conceptual sort of stuff that we're trying to do around this process of Indigenous environmental views, so to speak. So we're working on some of that conceptual stuff with him and hopefully others as we progress. So that we're getting that kind of synthesis of the two knowledge systems into something that's useful to us all in a contemporary sense.
This goes to one of the key points, I raised: this one of the conservation imperative. Traditional knowledge alone is not going to solve the problem. In Australia western conservation science has been part of the problem, so it needs to rethink. We need that revolution in conservation and that starts with the way we think about it. And, out of these, by bringing all this stuff together in a properly conceived framework that can deliver the knowledge that people need, the translation into practical action on the ground, the translation into policy at any given level. It's that kind of knowledge set we need and then we need the people who actually subscribe to it and who are advocates for it and who want to make something of it. So this is where we start building strategies and alliances and agreements around the place.
